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The listing of north Queensland’s State-owned rainforest as a World Heritage Area and the 
cessation of timber harvesting in 1988 caused a severe contraction in the north Queensland 
timber industry. The remaining industry is based on softwood from State Government 
plantations, which supplies only one sawmill of any appreciable size. A few small fixed mills 
and several portable mills cut hardwoods from Crown and private land outside the World 
Heritage Area. After only 15 years, north Queensland’s formerly world famous cabinetwoods 
are now virtually unmentioned in the country’s timber trade, and marketing these timbers has 
become a major issue for the small-scale forest growers. The lack of a steady, high quality 
supply of north Queensland timbers is probably the cause of depressed prices. The 
irregularity of supply ensures that prices vary widely. Private Forestry North Queensland 
Association (PFNQ) is the north Queensland forestry industry cluster and Private Forestry 
Development Committee. A number of other organisations work alongside PFNQ trying to 
develop the private forestry industry. A timber cooperative has been formed in the region but 
it has had little success in establishing a business or securing markets. PFNQ has therefore 
initiated a marketing facilitation project to provide market intelligence while it finds ways to 
initiate a private forest and timber stocktake. A stocktake and quality assessment of the 
region’s resource will provide information about the timber already cut and held in storage, 
and standing timber available to be cut, as well as a projection for the future sustainable 
yield. This will assist in developing a sale strategy on which to establish sustainable, 
consistent wood flows to maintain a market in specialist timber uses (e.g. parquetry flooring, 
furniture and house panelling). Producing timber for the high volume, lower value markets is 
not favoured as an option for farm forestry. A possible scenario for the development of a 
small-scale market is suggested; however, it is acknowledged that given the weak state of 
the local industry and the absence of any industry funding, external resources (particularly 
Government support) will be necessary to re-establish a viable forestry industry. 
 
 
THE NORTH QUEENSLAND FORESTRY INDUSTRY: PAST AND 
PRESENT 
The forestry industry in north Queensland is currently in a state of limbo. Prior to the gazettal 
of the Australian Wet Tropics of Queensland World Heritage Area in 1988, there was a 
strong forestry industry based on the management and harvesting of State-owned native 
tropical rainforest. This supported 26 sawmills and plymills in a region from Cooktown to 
Townsville. 
 
The industry had developed over an 80 to 90 year period, on the back of ‘timber getting’ for 
red cedar, agricultural and mining development, and non-indigenous settlement. From the 
mid 1800s red cedar (Toona ciliata) had become a valuable and sought-after timber with 
financially lucrative markets in Australia and overseas. It occurred in tropical to sub-tropical 
rainforests along the east coast and as colonial exploration and settlement moved north and 
south from Sydney, stands of red cedar were sought out. The wet tropics, settled in the late 
19th century, were one of the areas where it was abundant, particularly on the Atherton 
Tableland. As red cedar became scarcer and State forest agency became established, other 
Queensland timbers were investigated, leading to an industry based on the harvesting from 
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natural forests of up to a dozen main species with the full list eventually including about 120 
species. Although areas of plantation have been established – on the Atherton Tableland 
and on the coast near Cardwell and Ingham – the extensive area of natural rainforests 
managed under a sustained yield, natural regeneration and selective harvesting system 
probably ensured that plantation expansion was not considered a higher priority. Plantation 
development would hardly have been considered urgent when there was a resource of over 
150,000 ha of productive accessible natural forest. There was also, until the late 1970s, a 
general feeling outside the forestry industry worldwide that monoculture forestry plantations 
were less environmentally friendly than the management of mixed natural forests. Plantations 
were (and still are to some degree) considered an eyesore and ‘ecological deserts’ and it has 
only been in recent years in Australia that plantation forestry has been considered politically 
preferable to the commercial management of natural forests. 
 
Traditionally, in many countries or regions where there has been a strong natural-forest-
based industry, plantation timber has been considered inferior by the milling industry. 
Certainly the successful utilization of plantation material requires a different approach and 
different machinery. In north Queensland, natural forest management was given priority, and 
this was where most of the local research and expertise was developed. Research into 
suitable local species and techniques for plantation management was carried out in relation 
to several of the more valuable cabinetwood species. However, continuing management of 
the native forests was seen as preferable to the large-scale establishment of plantations of 
these species. Government plantations in north Queensland have therefore been established 
with two species that have wide applicability as utility softwood timbers. Consequently, the 
timber produced is competing with timbers in the softwood mass market and prices are set 
accordingly and, for the private small grower, the price is considered unacceptable and 
therefore interest is minimal. 
 
World Heritage listing of crown native forests resulted in the cessation of almost all the 
natural forest harvesting in north Queensland. In a region that was almost entirely dependant 
on Crown native forests for a viable timber industry, the listing destroyed the industry and 
caused immense local anger. The rapidity of the closure also prevented development of an 
alternative plantation resource base. With most cleared land in the wet tropics at a premium 
for high intensity agricultural use, the void left behind by the closure of the industry has not 
been filled by any subsequent forestry investment. 
 
World Heritage listing of north Queensland’s tropical rainforests was perceived by some 
sections of the public and government as necessary to ‘save’ them, in response to decades 
of land clearing for agricultural and urban use. It was no doubt politically expedient and 
administratively fairly easy to ban the harvesting of timber from government owned and 
controlled forests. However, it is ironic that the then Queensland Department of Forestry was 
actively managing the rainforests to maintain them as rainforests, for a sustained yield of 
timber in perpetuity, and there was no threat to the forests being cleared for other uses or 
degraded. 
 
There is a strongly felt view in north Queensland that the timber industry was closed down on 
a myth. Of the approximately 1,000,000 ha of what is now the Wet Tropics World Heritage 
Area, only 15% was being managed for commercial forestry and the remainder was in effect 
already preserved by management policies and actions of the Department of Forestry. In 
essence, natural forest operations in north Queensland (and perhaps those in forests 
elsewhere in the state where logging is now being phased out) were regarded as sustainable 
and having low environmental impact compared to other commercial land uses. The industry 
and communities in these areas have suffered from the Australian public’s reaction to the 
long-term and widespread clearing and environmental change that other land uses (primarily 
agricultural development) have caused.  
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At the time that native-forestry operations ceased in the wet tropics, the area of State-owned 
plantations in the region had barely reached the size needed for a single viable project. Now, 
16 years after the event, the plantation area is still at only 13,800 ha, split between 980 ha of 
hoop pine (Araucaria cunninghamii) on the rich basalt and better metamorphic soils on the 
Atherton Tableland and nearly 13,000 ha of Caribbean pine (Pinus caribaea) on the poorer 
soils of both the Atherton Tableland and the coastal lowlands. The largest remaining mill, 
Ravenshoe Timbers, now specializes in processing softwood from the Queensland 
Department of Primary Industries Forestry (DPI-F) hoop pine and Caribbean pine plantations 
on the Atherton Tableland. Annual log intake capacity is about 35,000 m3 per year, following 
recent upgrades in mill equipment. The few remaining smaller mills obtain mainly hardwood 
from limited logging on privately-owned land and a number of portable sawmills are also 
operating. The sustainability (in terms of regular sustained yield) of this activity is 
questionable. 
 
A one-off sale of a parcel of mature Cardwell Caribbean pine has recently been awarded by 
DPI-F under a tender process to a Melbourne company. At present it is proposed to send the 
logs overseas and elsewhere in Australia, not to process them locally. Meanwhile, 
expressions of interest have been called for the long-term rights to harvest these coastal 
plantations, with a declared preference for local processing. 
 
As a final industry ‘nail in the coffin’, all of the region’s State-owned native forests are 
expected to be incorporated into the Queensland Parks and Wildlife management system 
and any new industry in the region will have to be started from a new, planted resource or 
from sustainably (it would be hoped) managed native forests on private land. As yet, no 
forestry code of practice for timber production and harvesting on private land has been 
endorsed by government or industry. 
 
THE NORTH QUEENSLAND FORESTRY INDUSTRY CLUSTER 
Private Forestry North Queensland Association (PFNQ) was incorporated as the north 
Queensland forestry industry cluster in July 2001, although it had operated for a few years 
previously. It is also the Private Forestry Development Committee (formerly the Regional 
Plantation Committee) for north Queensland and has received funds from the Federal and 
State governments to promote private forestry development. Early in its life, PFNQ was an 
industry cluster of the Cairns Region Economic Development Corporation. However, since 
incorporation as an association, it is no longer an industry cluster under their auspices. It 
continues to maintain links and individual membership however. It is one of 20 organisations 
in Australia (18 of them government funded) to promote private forestry development, three 
being in Queensland, representing geographically, the north (PFNQ: Cape York to Bowen 
and inland); central Queensland (Proserpine to Gladstone/ Bundaberg and inland) and the 
south (Maryborough to the New South Wales border). 
 
Elsewhere in the country (particularly outside Queensland), PFDCs have been established 
not on a geographical basis but where there is already a strong forestry industry. Most are a 
few years older than the Queensland PFDCs and some have been in operation for over 10 
years. It may therefore be argued that an industry cluster in north Queensland should have 
been created as one of the first RPCs, more promptly after the north Queensland native 
forest industry was forced to close, and that the delay has only compounded the difficulties 
being experienced now.  
 
In effect, a project established to soften the blow of the closure of the region’s timber industry 
may actually have contributed to preventing a recovery. The Community Rainforest 
Reforestation Program (CRRP) ran from 1992 to 1998 and established almost 2000 ha of 
mainly mixed-species plantings on the private land of over 500 landholders. It however failed 
to re-stimulate the industry, but given the short timeframe and the intense anger in the 
community affected, any other outcome would have been a miracle! It was also a highly 
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politicized program (and given the circumstances, it could not have been otherwise), and was 
run by more than one agency – the technical component initially by the Department of 
Primary Industries and later by the Department of Natural Resources, and the labour market 
component by Local Government through the North Queensland Afforestation Joint Board. 
 
At a local level, there were some successes and satisfaction by the participants; however, 
the short timeframe of the project and the withdrawal of support since has meant that long-
term investment benefits from the $10-15 million spent will be minor (exact expenditure 
appears not to be known owing to the broad spread of funding distribution). It is said that the 
program did however achieve its political goal of distracting public anger in the short term 
(primarily though its labour market component in employing youth in planting the trees). 
 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, governments were in general still strongly in control of the 
nation’s forestry resources. Private industry therefore appears not to have been greatly 
involved in the ‘social restructure’ in north Queensland following the closure of the industry. 
Being an industry involved in only the exploitation of the government-managed natural 
resource, perhaps the industry had little to offer in terms of future investment at the time. 
Perhaps too, such an upheaval would be handled differently today, and if a forestry industry 
cluster had been created in the early 1990s, at the time of the first RPCs being established – 
before north Queensland started losing its industry skills – today’s industry situation may 
have been different. However the fact remains, after 16 years, sustainable new forestry 
investment and development has been minimal. 
 
The closure of the north Queensland forest industry preceded the closure or major reduction 
of native forest harvesting in many other parts of Australia, and it is assumed lessons have 
been learnt from it. The World Heritage listing predated for example Regional Forest 
Agreements that now allow for the slow withdrawal of forestry activities in the States’ native 
forests.  
 
Substantial Commonwealth and Queensland funds were devoted to the CRRP (including 
research funding) over its 8-year lifespan. In terms of areas planted, the main thrust occurred 
for only five years between 1993 and 1997. A report commissioned by local government on 
the formation of the CRRP quoted a need for a 30-year program and over $120 M to create a 
‘new’ forestry resource based on private land (Shea 1992). Certainly, little that is sustainable 
in forestry can be achieved in only five years! 
 
The establishment of Private Forestry North Queensland in late 1999 as the north 
Queensland RPC or PFDC occurred at about the same time as the winding up of the CRRP, 
and now, with the winding up of the National Farm Forestry Program it has entered the 
‘environment’ at a point of extreme industry weakness. Currently, with the restructuring of 
state government forestry services, landholders involved in farm forestry have been left out 
on a limb, with no support to assist them in the management of their barely 10-year-old trees 
(on an expected rotation of 30 years plus). 
 
The absence of a strong Regional Plantation Committee and a diminishing CRRP during the 
mid to late 1990s (that was always fighting for survival, it is reported) – in what was the 
strong period of the Federal Government’s ‘Plantations: Vision 2020’ Program and national 
RPC thrust – therefore may not only have curbed major investment in north Queensland 
forestry but also curtailed a strong farm forestry culture. 
 
Support organisations, other than PFNQ, currently involved in promoting private forestry 
development in north Queensland are: 
 
• The North Queensland Timber Co-operative (NQTC), centred around the Cairns/ 
Mossman/ Atherton Tableland. 
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• Mossman Australian Forest Growers (AFG) group (including the Cairns and Innisfail 
areas). 
• Charters Towers AFG group. 
• Island Coast (Tully/ Mission Beach/ Cardwell/ Ingham) Agroforestry Group. 
• Other, less formal and fledgling grower groups. 
• Far North Queensland Training (a business name and currently only operating arm of 
North Queensland Afforestation Association, or Northern Skills Alliance as it has now 
become). 
• A number of Local Government Councils. 
• The Department of Primary Industries. 
• The Department of State Development (responsible for aboriginal communities forestry 
development). 
 
Not all are members of PFNQ and many individuals remain outside its membership. The 
fragmented nature of the industry at present, a lack of coherent government interest and 
irregular government funding support has caused some to remark that there is no benefit to 
be involved at present. Current issues in relation to these organizations include: 
 
• The Timber Co-operative is six years old, but has been unable to sell any appreciable 
quantity of timber to date. 
• The Timber Co-operative has experienced a declining membership (in part due to 
increasing membership fees needed to meet costs associated with statutory 
requirements). 
• PFNQ (as an industry cluster) may also be undergoing declining membership owing to 
perceived lack of progress in industry development. 
• There is an overlap of co-operative membership with the local AFG group and there 
also appears to be an overlap of functions. 
• There are possibly too many groups (including PFNQ) in the region, competing for 
limited funding and membership, but on the other hand many groups report cohesion 
difficulties, a shortage of time and resources for projects and lack of information and 
skills. 
• There are ‘breadth of responsibility’ issues (perceived geographical boundaries of the 
respective organizations). 
• Corporate sector interests are not self-evident on the landscape due to the long 
timelines in securing funds, investment, land and project documentation. 
• Groups outside the Cairns region believe PFNQ to be too Cairns-centric and have 
argued that a Cairns-based Timber Co-operative has no relevance for them because of 
distance and lack of business and service activities. 
• Government support and funding for private forestry development and natural resource 
management in the region has been short-term and erratic. This has resulted in PFNQ 
operating under-resourced and from a hand-to-mouth existence. The situation has also 
resulted in a sister organisation, North Queensland Afforestation Association (the 
successor to the North Queensland Afforestation Joint Board), winding up its natural 
resource management operations and concentrating only on its training business. 
PFNQ’s future is still insecure, and its 2003/04 funds for example were not received 
until late December. 
• Industry participants strongly advocate ‘value-adding’ processes and are reluctant to 
sell timber without having added value locally. However, it is unclear at present 
whether local value-adding would actually increase net income. There is currently no 
strong downstream processing industry.  
 
THE CURRENT NORTH QUEENSLAND FORESTRY RESOURCE 
The plantation resource in north Queensland currently consists of: 
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• A State government owned plantation resource (13,800 ha). 
• A ‘harvestable’ private forestry resource of relatively low-value Caribbean pine. 
• A small number of hoop pine woodlots, mixed hardwood trees from rainforest, 
windbreaks and acacia regrowth (up to 5000 ha of acacia forest has been suggested). 
• The Community Rainforest Reforestation Program resource, planted between 1992 
and 1998, of approximately 1800 ha on record although over 2000 ha is reported to 
have been planted (with an unknown area currently under sound silvicultural 
management). 
• The DPI-F joint venture program with 16 landholders (160 ha). 
• Farm woodlots established under the Queensland government’s farm forestry ‘Tree 
Care’ extension program in the 1980s and 90s. 
• Rainforest sawn timber and slabs said to be stored in farm sheds throughout the region 
(unknown quantity). 
• Natural eucalypt and rainforests under aboriginal ownership on Cape York Peninsula 
(potentially extensive areas). 
 
KNOWN TIMBER MARKETING IN THE REGION 
There are many cabinet-makers and small-scale timber users but they source their local 
cabinetwood timber somewhat ad hoc from local millers. Growers claim that the prices 
offered in the region are unacceptably low and that higher prices are obtainable in southern 
states (if only they could secure a market). Ravenshoe Timbers, specialising in processing 
softwood from DPI-F hoop pine and Caribbean pine plantations, produces up to 10,000 m3 of 
sawn wood annually. The Melbourne-based company Pentarch has secured a contract to 
harvest over 200,000 m3 (from over 600 ha) of the Government Cardwell Caribbean pine 
resource. 
 
Most timber available from local timber merchants is from the south or overseas. A proportion 
would come from Ravenshoe mill. Limited local hardwood is available from the few remaining 
local fixed mills and portable mill operators. Small local hardwood sawmills source their logs 
locally from private lands, but each business has its own contacts, and purchases are 
opportunistic. 
 
North Queensland Timber Cooperative has negotiated a sale of the currently standing private 
Caribbean pine resource with an overseas buyer. However, they have been encountering 
delays in negotiating port facilities and acquiring government permissions. The Co-operative 
had hoped to acquire the harvest rights to some of the Cardwell Caribbean pine to ‘top up’ 
the consignment and make it more commercially worthwhile, in partnership with Ravenshoe 
Timbers. However, they were unsuccessful in the tendering process. The Co-operative has 
also been trying to develop general timber markets in southern states and south Queensland 
but with no commercial success to date. A degree of frustration has been expressed! Grower 
groups apparently do not have a sufficiently mature resource to sell at present. 
 
Some trial plantations have been established in recent years north and west of Cooktown by 
commercial interests. However, it will be 15 to 25 years before production commences. 
PFNQ over its four-year history has organised workshops to stimulate forestry investment 
and marketing activity. A number of small companies, all in competition with each other, have 
attempted to develop a non-registered Managed Investment Scheme following an investment 
workshop given by PFNQ. PFNQ organised two ‘hands-on’ marketing workshops in February 
and April 2003, taking advantage of the availability of marketing consultants brought to the 
region by the DPI Future Profit Program. Feedback from participants however has not been 
overly positive, but the consultants did present sound reasoning that participants in the 
industry could apply. 
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There has been, and remains, a ‘groundswell’ from some of the industry cluster members 
that something drastic needs to be done to promote investment and provide sound 
management advice and information to bolster the existing, fledgling farm forestry industry. 
However, the industry in general is so weakened that participants appear to have no time to 
address the broader issues outside the survival of their own businesses, and a spirit of useful 
co-operation appears to be lacking. 
 
Outside of the State plantations, the volume and production potential of the region’s forest 
resource is unknown. The current private timber market is therefore limited but, it is 
considered, with some coordination, could be developed on a small scale. 
 
FUTURE PFNQ ACTIVITIES IN RELATION TO TIMBER MARKETING 
Although individuals have their own contacts and sales of timber are made, the general 
consensus amongst timber growers is that there is a lack of buyers willing to offer prices 
being expected. At the same time there appears to be an absence of any appreciable 
quantity of timber for sale (excluding the pine resource being negotiated by the Co-
operative). There is also a lack of market intelligence. The solution to this appears firstly, to 
compile market information and secondly to make potential participants in the market more 
aware of one another.  
 
Although possibly repeating some of the work done by the Co-operative, PFNQ has initiated 
a marketing facilitation project. The principles of the project are to: 
 
• Identify resource owners and ask what they have available to sell, their resource 
‘specifications’ and the price expected. 
• Identify and ask timber users what they want to buy, the specifications and what they 
are prepared to pay.  
• Start small and local, and expand beyond the regional boundaries as part of a natural 
progression. 
• Establish and maintain a degree of market intelligence. 
• Establish a ‘newsletter’ of supply and demand. 
• Make and maintain personal contact. 
• Distribute the information throughout the local industry and elsewhere where contact 
has been made (in the newsletter) and provide an open, transparent starting point to 
stimulate communication. 
• Facilitate marketing, but not act as a broker or marketer, and acquire information for 
general intelligence and for others to act on. Sales will depend entirely on agreement 
reached between buyer and seller. 
 
The first stage of the fieldwork has been completed and preliminary data have been 
accumulated. The first edition of the ‘newsletter’ was produced in December 2003 and 
contacts established have already resulted in some local timber sales. Maintaining an 
intelligence-gathering function will permit PFNQ to provide industry advice. The Timber Co-
operative, being a business set up to sell its members’ timber, should be in a strong position 
to benefit from the intelligence gathered, as should grower and other organised groups and 
individuals. 
 
Reaction from the persons contacted to date has been (surprisingly) very positive and supply 
and demand information has been freely given. However, it appears much of the timber that 
has already been cut and stored in the form of slabs. It is clear from buyers contacted that 
the market for slabs is small and it will be necessary to re-saw these slabs into boards in 
order to sell them at present. 
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It is also evident that the quantity of north Queensland timber sold, and knowledge in 
southern markets about the timbers, is now very limited. Most southern processors use 
imported hardwood timber, Tasmanian blackwood (Acacia spp) and various eucalypt 
species. This has a regular supply and at prices lower than being sought for north 
Queensland timbers. The lack of a steady, high-quality supply of north Queensland timbers 
and a commensurate steady demand (that in itself is indeterminate because there is not a 
steady supply) contributes to the prices remaining below growers’ expectations. The 
irregularity of supply ensures that prices vary widely, depending on supply and demand at a 
particular time. 
 
Clearly, north Queensland timbers no longer figure strongly in the Australian marketplace 
and it is not likely that investment in farm forestry will happen until growers see a viable 
market for their investment. There is a local hoop pine industry on the Atherton Tableland but 
private growers complain that, owing to the long-term agreement negotiated between the 
State and the existing mill to guarantee utilization of the State resources, the demand for 
privately-owned resource is weak and prices are depressed. This is a complaint heard 
throughout Queensland and elsewhere in Australia. There is therefore not a strong private 
drive to plant hoop pine or other (depending on region) ‘mainstream’ timbers.  
 
For landholders to become convinced of farm forestry, there is a need to establish a 
consistent and sustainable supply of high quality timber in the region to establish a small, but 
steady, firm market. From this it is hoped to expand in the future. Ad hoc sales of timber – as 
being made at present – will never establish an industry toehold. It is therefore necessary to 
carry out a stocktake and quality assessment of the region’s resource: the timber already cut, 
standing timber available to be cut, and projections for the future. From this a sale strategy 
can be developed on which to generate sustainable, consistent wood flows to establish a 
market in specialist timber uses (e.g. parquet flooring, furniture, house panelling). Producing 
timber for the high-volume lower-value markets is not considered an option for farm forestry. 
 
OTHER PFNQ DIRECTIONS 
On a broader front, PFNQ has recently reviewed its business plan and has adopted a revised 
strategy. Taking into account concerns and issues raised within the region (some outlined 
above), there is a need to strengthen PFNQ and other functional organisations, to bring both 
business and individual members in and to address the issues and concerns for all in the 
region. 
 
Owing to the small scale of a private forestry resource, sound marketing of the existing 
resource is essential to stimulate the industry and to re-establish a toehold in the markets, 
but the real issue is to establish a large enough new resource to re-establish a viable 
industry. Marketing is therefore an integral, – but at the moment not necessarily large – part 
of a required strategy to develop the industry. 
 
As part of its functions, PFNQ sees itself as undertaking the following activities, to the extent 
possible: 
 
• Acting as an honest broker for the industry, to work with industry participants, Local, 
State and Federal governments and development organizations, to bring together 
information so that the region has something to ‘sell’ to the investor (including available 
land for forestry development, timber and other forest produce, and a favourable 
investment climate). 
• Providing a link between all players in the industry, including government, and 
maintaining a directory of services. 
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• Providing management and technical services to growers that already have farm 
woodlots and small plantations so that quality and value can be maximised. The 
service however will stop short of doing the work in order to promote service providers. 
• Promoting the establishment of new farm woodlots and individual or small business 
owned plantations by assisting landholders understand (and where needed, helping to 
organise) the logistics in establishing and maintaining woodlots. 
• Providing native forest management advice. 
• Promoting the publication of regional industry statistics. 
• Supporting forestry industry organizations. 
• Identifying land suitable for forestry but marginal for other uses and working with 
landholders, PFNQ members, government agencies, development organisations and 
potential investors to promote the use of such land for forestry and expansion of a 
managed forest estate. 
 
Figure 1 outlines the position of marketing within PFNQ’s proposed direction. 
 
CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
An industry cluster is a group of industry participants working together on those aspects of 
business development that improve the situation for all players (i.e. the cluster as a whole). 
Individual businesses still compete and commercial-in-confidence processes are maintained; 
however, individual businesses are expected to contribute some of their time for the benefit 
of the cluster. The purpose of a cluster coordinator or facilitator is to keep everyone informed, 
not necessarily to do the work. Ideas and projects should come from within the cluster 
membership. 
 
Unfortunately, north Queensland forestry industry participants appear to be tied up in the 
survival of their own businesses and historically have had little time or resources to 
contribute to the cluster as a whole. Given the state of the industry, this is not unexpected 
because there is now a dearth of forestry skill in the private sector in the region. The industry 
in north Queensland needs to break out of this bind, but it is unlikely the industry has the 
capacity to do so from within. External resources are needed, and in the absence of an 
‘industry fund’ the government appears to be the only immediate avenue of support, such as 
through the adequate funding of the Private Forestry Development Committee. With the 
commercialisation of Queensland government forestry – with a view to it being fully privatized 
– its membership of PFNQ would be beneficial, provided it can participate as an ‘equal’ 
player. 
 
Some rationalization of groups within the region will be necessary but the independence of 
industry participants is not questioned. In an industry with diversity of opinion, it would be 
impractical to insist on amalgamations or a centralisation of functions. However, a scenario 
to strengthen the private forest grower, for example, could be for two timber co-operatives to 
operate from the region’s main ports, one in Cairns and one in Townsville. Each co-operative 
would be strictly a business, each marketing and selling the timber of and to its members. 
Membership may consist of both growers and end-users, and each should be involved in the 
marketing and sale of timber but not in silvicultural management. The rationale for this are: 
 
1) With claims by individuals outside the Cairns region that the Timber Co-operative has 
no relevance for them because of distance and lack of business and service 
activities, and comments that farm forestry to be successful needs to have strong 
local community links, local grower groups have a better chance of coordinating the 
silviculture of farm forestry than a regional co-operative. 
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2) Cooperatives are businesses, not clubs. To be successful they have to operate along 
strict business lines (albeit cooperatively). Members buy into a co-operative by 
‘purchasing’ a share but the operating funds are drawn from sales, not from 
membership fees. Therefore, until an individual’s resource is ready for harvest, it is 
thought unlikely there would be any financial reason for an individual grower to join a 
co-operative. Likewise, it is seen that there would be no financial reason for a grower 
to remain in a co-operative if they only have a one-off resource and it has been sold. 
But for landholders with a continuing forestry enterprise, there is every reason to 
belong to a local grower group to exchange ideas and comments on woodlot 
maintenance, growth and silviculture. 
 
The coordinated growing of farm trees should therefore be in the hands of local grower 
groups. These groups may be members of one or more timber co-operatives. The main 
planning functions of co-operatives are seen as ensuring – through grower groups – a 
continuity of supply of high-quality logs. The most serious marketing issue for a co-operative 
(apart from developing markets) is in coordinating the supply from the local natural forest 
resource and integrating this into maturing farm plantations and avoiding one-off ad hoc 
sales (unless they were part of a broader strategy). 
 
PFNQ could potentially carry out general industry coordination (as a cluster of participating 
businesses), and to provide technical services for growing trees (as a government-funded 
facilitation body, while such funding can be acquired) until the industry has built up a strong 
skill base (that it has itself, or can pay for). PFNQ would assist in the coordination of 
appropriate training and research with industry businesses, government agencies, academic 
and research organizations, grower groups, the co-operatives and training providers. 
 
To maintain what knowledge is left of Queensland rainforest timbers in the marketplace, 
there is a need to establish a consistent and sustainable supply of high-quality timber out of 
the region, to retain a small but steady and firm market. From this it is hoped an expanded 
market will develop in the future from an expanded resource. Ad hoc sales of timber – as is 
presently the case – will never establish a dependable market. Until a sustainable, continued 
supply of forest produce can be identified, managed or developed, a viable north 
Queensland forestry industry will remain out of reach. An industry cluster has a role to play in 
the development of such an industry. 
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